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 Urban planning deals with shaping communities, cities and regions with the aim of 
making them sustainable for future generations. One of the ways to plan for an unexpected future 
is by using scenario planning technique. This planning method produces a set of structurally 
different, but plausible futures that highlight outcomes of relevant policies / regulations and helps 
a community to prepare for the future. While scenario planning efforts are common, the extent to 
which it affects plans is not well understood.    
In this project, I study regional and city-wide plans of Austin and Denver with a view to 
analyze whether results of scenario planning process (preferred scenarios and ensuing policies 
and regulations) are incorporated into various planning documents of cities/regions or not? I 
started the process by reviewing scenario planning exercise of respective cities and regions, 
followed by review of regional and city plans with an aim to find connections between planning 
documents and scenario planning effort. It is a narrative account of how scenario planning 
exercises have helped in making informed decisions to address future concerns through 
respective plans. 
It is found that scenario planning helps in making informed decisions as to how regions 
and cities want to address and shape an unpredictable future. However, its usage lacks 
consistency as it is not used uniformly by local governments and organizations within a region. 
Austin benefits more from scenario exercise as complete process involves interaction between 
members of the community and representatives from local governing bodies, whereas Denver 
region predominantly uses it for policy making. Scenario planning is also recommended to be 
used with consistency within an entire region in developing and updating relevant plans so that 
there is a uniformity in the complete region as to how it wants to plan for and address the future 
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both at local and regional level. The variation in the employment of this technique among cities / 
regions may be attributed to several factors including financial constraints, staff resources and 
non-availability of relevant data for creation of meaningful scenarios.   
The limitation of the study is that scenario planning results are hard to assess since they 
warrant time and implementation of all the prescribed policies / regulations elucidated in local 
and regional plans. Therefore, evaluation of the results should be carried out after due course of 



















TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
CHAPTER 1: SCENARIO PLANNING & ITS CONNECTION WITH PLANS..............1 
CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH QUESTION & METHODOLOGY ......................................15 
CHAPTER 3: AUSTIN......................................................................................................17 
CHAPTER 4: DENVER ....................................................................................................36 
















CHAPTER 1: SCENARIO PLANNING & ITS CONNECTION WITH PLANS 
Urban and regional planning involves shaping communities, cities and regions with the 
aim of enabling them to contribute to sustainability for future generations. However, this 
planning is not simple as it attempts to address not only the inner dynamics of cities, but the 
changing external factors of which climate change and technological progress are the most 
prominent. Planning such a malleable urban structure must therefore be coordinated with long-
term decision-making processes that need to be involved and coordinated with various actors. 
Over the years, planning efforts have been an endeavor to guide the cities and regions to 
the desired goals as seen by the decision makers with the consent from the community members. 
However, certain internal functions and various other externalities do not reveal themselves in 
time to be paid attention by planners using common planning methods. Thus, the remedy is to 
undertake the whole exercise of plan making every decade or so, catering for the unexpected 
characteristics which arose during the preceding time, a process which, usually, does not take 
unforeseen into account. 
Scenario planning is a process to support decision-making that helps urban and rural 
planners navigate the uncertainty of the future. Scenarios identify issues and forces shaping up 
the community, which is done through interaction of multiple actors with their community 
(Hopkins and Zapata 2018). Wondering about the future without giving it a definite picture can 
also be described as scenario planning. This planning method produces a set of structurally 
different, but plausible futures and uses them to reach to a possible course of action (Avin and 
Dembner 2001; Heijden 1996; Myers and Kitsuse 1999).  
Scenario planning techniques, generally, involve creating plans which predict and explain 
a set of plausible futures, emphasizing on the process of change to get to those, instead of 
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banking on a single preferred future (visioning) or planning to cater for the most likely future 
(forecasting) (Hopkins and Zapata 2018). Planners have, lately, increasingly used scenario 
planning methods for projects that address various urban characteristics. 
My aim in this study is to review various planning documents of the city of Austin, TX, 
and Denver, CO, with a view to understand the manifestation of scenario planning results as to 
how effectively they have been inculcated within planning documents.    
Historical Background of Scenario Planning  
The origins of Scenario Planning may be dated back to 1962 during the time of Herman 
Kahn, a U.S. military strategist. In his book, Thinking about the Unthinkable, Kahn proposes a 
method for planning unique and unlikely events which he calls as creating scenarios that are “an 
attempt to describe in more or less detail some hypothetical sequence of events” (Kahn 1962 
p.143). According to Kahn, there were certain advantages of creating scenarios. They consider a 
varied range of possibilities that future might hold irrespective of the past, they make the 
planners think critically and explore different details related to the dynamics of a system, 
scenarios examine the interplay between various actors within a system, they look into 
unanswered questions, and finally, they allow the consideration of alternative possibilities and 
solutions of eventualities. However, Kahn’s methodology was restricted his own field, 
thermonuclear technology, therefore it was incomplete and demanded clarity regarding overall 
decision-making process.  
From military strategy, scenario panning made its way into corporate strategic planning 
at the Royal Dutch Shell oil and gas company, where Pierre Wack applied this technique and 





Planning is a process which aims at identifying a decision that is ought to be made 
keeping other concurrent or future decisions in perspective. Hopkins (2001) argues that “Plans 
are useful if these decisions are (1) interdependent, (2) indivisible, (3) irreversible, and (4) face 
imperfect foresight”. In simplified words, the decisions are useful if (1) the worth of the results 
of a decision taken now also depends on other decisions, (2) decisions are not made in 
intermediate steps, (3) there is no cost-free reversal of decision, and (4) future is obscured from 


















The Concept of Urban Planning 
For explaining the concept of planning in an urban environment, I would employ the idea 
given by Lewis D. Hopkins where he has related planning in the urban environment to the 
example of canoeing in the river. The canoeing skills reflect available actions that can be used in 
the plans and the river reflects the overall system where planning is taking place. When the water 
is stationery, canoeing in desired direction is relatively easy; however, it becomes difficult in 
flowing water as direction flow of water resists canoeing towards a specific location.  
Hopkins argues that planning as river canoeing has five implications. First, if one has 
specific skills, maneuverability within the river will not be a problem. Therefore, one can, in 
other words, “affect the outcomes of urban development by your actions in combination with the 
complex system within which you act, even though you do not control the system and its 
apparent intentions are different from yours” (2001).   
Second, waiting to plan the course in the river will result in you not being where you 
were. You must always be appreciating and executing plans. Thus, “Making plans for urban 
development is something you do constantly, not once” (2001).  
Thirdly, one should have the ability to predict, to some extent, accounting for variations, 
how the combined forces of river current and paddling effort will steer your canoe. Learning to 
read the river behavior can assist in forecasting the pattern of currents for a short distance ahead. 
“If your forecasts are imperfect, you will want contingent actions based on what happens or on 
what you see later at closer range. The scopes of your plans will depend on the range of your 
forecasts” (2001).  
Fourthly, one must have in stock the appropriate actions for any impending hitches or 
prospects. While in the river, one cannot simply avoid any obstacles, like rocks and boulders, 
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that might lie in the path. One can only maneuver with available skills and techniques to move 
away from such obstacles. Therefore, “You cannot just decide to have a walkable community. 
You must choose investments and regulations that will move you toward that opportunity” 
(2001).  
Lastly, available options for any action are interdependent, wherein, any action taken 
now will have an influence on any future actions that might be taken and ultimately on the end 
result. Ferrying across the river to the still water of an eddy on the other side will allow for a 
different approach and angle for the next you can approach the next torrents. Plans are valuable 
when actions cannot be taken in minutely small steps and are irreversible without any cost. In 
turning out of the still water in an eddy into the current facing downstream, one cannot tun in 
parts. The turn action is indivisible. Once heading downstream, one is unable to return to that 
eddy if the stream is flowing fast, thus being an irreversible action.  
Therefore, it is always important and worthwhile to think through the future course of 
action before even taking the initial action when they are interdependent, indivisible, and 
irreversible. River flow is a peculiar behavior where one cannot simple steer upstream unless and 
until he is more powerful than the river itself. However, flowing in the river can be done with 
some purpose and intent. “Something between one plan that assumes you are in complete control 
and no plan at all makes sense for both canoeing a river and planning human settlements” 
(2001).  
Concerns Regarding Addressing Future through Current Planning Practices 
Building on the concept developed by Hopkins (2001), plans are useful if the decisions to 
be taken face an imperfect foresight. On the contrary, current practices seem to neglect foresight 
and future analysis (Myers and Kitsuse 2000). Andrew Isserman (1985) points out that: 
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"planning has lost sight of the future .... Planning voluntarily is sacrificing its role as visionary 
and idealist and is abandoning its responsibility to be a source of inspiration and ideas about 
what might be and what ought to be" (483). Michael Brooks (1988), being on the same 
wavelength, points out that we "sorely need to return to the utopian tradition in planning", 
referring to lack of imagining process in current planning methods (246). Although, there are 
references to the futures in various planning documents, like comprehensive plans and long-
range transportation plans, but this seems inadequate (Myers and Kitsuse 2000). Understanding 
of interaction of multiple factors and trends shaping up various future possibilities is also lacking 
in the current approaches to planning. Political realities aren’t being taken into account either 
while addressing futures. Having said that, local politics are relevant in local planning 
documents, thus short-range planning efforts driven by short-range budgetary cycles, influenced 
by short-range horizon of decision makers, are the resulting products (Myers and Kitsuse 2000).  
At the same time, there are ever-increasing external uncertainties like climate change, 
affecting the structure of the city and which must be taken into account while planning. 
Emerging technologies are another externality that are a challenge to contemporary planning 
efforts. Thus, planning also requires a deep analysis of external uncertainties for creating a broad 
vision and inform better decisions.  
The field of planning often faces a dilemma when it tries to deal with two major themes: 
future vs present, and community vs individualism. According to Michael Brooks (2002), the 
planning is “the process by which we attempt to shape the future.” Also, it is widely believed 
that building better communities and societies for the future is the cornerstone of planning. 
However, these themes seem to be less important as the Present and the Individual carry more 
weightage for the people who matter; voters’ themselves (Hopkins and Zapata 2018). 
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Resultantly, planners have been indulged in practices which have the effect of reinforcing the 
present and have taken for granted the future as a desired social goal, thus not paying much 
attention to it. Therefore, planners need to identify this struggle with present individualism and 
try to focus community’s attention to future (Hopkins and Zapata 2018).   
One of the techniques to help planners negotiate all the concerns discussed above is 
Scenario Planning. It enables professionals, and the public, to respond dynamically to a future 
that is unknown. It helps them to think and identify, in advance, about the many ways the future 
may unfold and how they can be responsive, resilient, and effective, as the future becomes reality 
(American Planning Association n.d.) 
Planners’ Perspective on Scenario Planning  
Urban planners have to plan the cities and communities keeping in view the future which 
includes both certain and uncertain elements. This is where the importance of scenario planning 
lies, whereby it helps the planners to identify and analyze the important uncertainties, both 
internal and external to the city system, that might influence the shape of a city in future.   
Kees Van Der Heijden defined scenarios as “A set of reasonably plausible, but 
structurally different futures”. (Heijden, 1996). However, the question arises regarding talking 
about futures when there is a source of uncertainty. A part of the source are the driving forces 
which are categorized as society, economics, technology politics and environment (Schwartz 
1991).  The rest of the source are uncertainties which Walker categorized as Recognized 
Ignorance, which is able to be addresses to some extent through research, and Total Ignorance, 
of which there is no idea at all (Walker et al. 2003).Van Notten describes scenario projects with 
the help of three-dimensional explanation, “the project goal, process design and scenario 
context” (Van Notten et al. 2003). This typology, however, lacks in describing the exclusive type 
8 
 





Figure 1. Types of Scenario.  
Borjeson et al. (2006) argue that scenarios are used to answer few basic and important 
questions about the future which are; “What will happen?, What can happen? and How can a 
specific target be reached?” The scope is then amplified by having further two different scenario 
types in each category, see Figure. 1 above.  Predictive scenarios are the answer to the first 
question, “What will happen?”. Predictive scenarios aim to speculate about what is going to 
happen in the future. Since they try to foresee the future, the notions of probability and likelihood 
are closely associated to predictive scenarios. They help planners and investors take advantage of 
foreseeable opportunities while dealing with foreseeable challenges. Their focus is on causalities, 
which lead to an outcome in a step-wise manner. These Predictive scenarios further contain two 
different types based on the condition that is placed on what will happen, Forecast and What if 
scenarios. “Forecasts respond to the question: What will happen, on the condition that the likely 
development unfolds? What-if scenarios respond to the question: What will happen, on the 
condition of some specified events”. When making a forecast, the basic idea is that the resulting 
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scenario is the most likely outcome. What-if scenarios comprise of a group of forecasts, where 
the difference between the forecasts is more than a matter of degree regarding a single external 
variable. The resulting what-if scenarios reflects what will happen, provided one of two or more 
events happens. Borjeson et al. (2006) define Explorative scenarios as the scenarios which to the 
question “What can happen?”. The purpose of explorative scenarios is to reconnoiter situations 
or developments that are viewed as possible to happen, from a variety of perspectives. Usually, a 
set of scenarios are worked out in order to cover diverse developments, however, unlike What if 
scenarios, they focus on distant future to overtly allow for structural, and more reflective, 
changes. Also, such scenarios take their starting point in the future, compared to what-if 
scenarios, which usually start from the present situation. Explorative scenarios are further 
distinguished as, external scenarios and strategic scenarios. External scenarios respond to the 
question: What can happen to the development of external factors? Strategic scenarios respond 
to the question: What can happen if we act in a certain way? External scenarios only focus on 
factors which are beyond the control of the relevant actors in a system and, hence, can help in 
developing robust strategies, i.e. strategies that will survive several kinds of external 
development. Strategic scenarios include policy measures that are available to the intended 
scenario user for dealing with the issues at hand. While focusing on internal factors, and taking 
into account external factors, they aim to describe a range of possible ramifications of strategic 
decisions. Borjeson et al. (2006) explain Normative scenarios as an answer to the final question, 
“How can a specific target be reached?” For normative scenarios, the study has explicitly 
normative starting points, and the focus of interest is on certain future situations or objectives 
and how these could be achieved. Normative scenarios are composed of two different types, 
differentiated by how the system structure is treated. Preserving scenarios respond to the 
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question: How can the target be reached, by adjustments to current situation? Transforming 
scenarios respond to the question: How can the target be reached, when the prevailing structure 
blocks necessary changes? The scenarios are further illustrated in Table 2. 
Existing Approaches to Planning for Future 
Since scenario planning does not have its roots in urban planning, it is imperative to 
discuss few other existing futuristic approaches being practiced by urban planners in the field 
today: - 
• Forecasting 
Hopkins and Zapata argue that the prediction of change in some variable in order to 
derive possible futures is the process of forecasting. The possibility of something expected to 
happen is based on some set of underlying conditions. Typically, forecasting predicts future 
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values of different variables and set of variables over the passage of time usually derived from 
past trends (2018). There is a normative role of forecasts, whereby these can be chosen based on 
the set of actions that will help forecasts to come true in future. (Ascher 1978). 
• Visioning 
Visioning is a process which is community participation oriented, dedicated towards goal 
setting and involves reflection of particular goals (Shipley 2002, Neilson and Stouffer 2005). 
Vision is the most desirable future as focused in community participation process (Hopkins and 
Zapata 2018). However, visioning can also serve as a form of table talk for negotiating interests 
(Innes 2004). It also, frequently, generates motivation for concerted action and directs the 
community and its leaders to the same page (Hopkins and Zapata 2018).  
• Plan Making 
Another method of planning for future is the technique of plan making. Hopkins and 
Zapata describe it as forecasting the population and economic activity, converting it into land use 
requirement and spatial allocation of respective land use and infrastructure. However, it is also 
criticized as being overtly simple as it ignores the complexities especially in terms of 
uncertainty, authority distribution, colliding interests and means of getting from present state to 
the future (2018).  
• Strategic Planning 
Strategic plans have a limited set of goals and objectives which are measurable, and then 
achieved through various policies and programs. The concept of strategic planning was initially 
developed for corporate planning but then they were incorporated in planning during the 1980s 
(Kaufman and Jacobs 1987, Bryson and Roering 1987) and private sector also started making 
use of concept. (Mintzberg 1994). Strategic Planning considers organization’s internal and 
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external characteristics and then finalized the plan that gives attention to particular issues, 
objectives and aims. The analysis of internal and external characteristics results in a SWOT 
analysis of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (Bryson and Roering 1987). 
• Consensus Building 
The consensus building approach is a dispute-resolution method that has been developed 
by Larry Susskind and his coauthors and explained in his book Breaking Robert’s Rule (2006). 
In this approach, stakeholders engaged in a public dispute are brought to the negotiating table 
through a specific method and then consensus is built on an agreement (Susskind, McKearnan, 
and Thomas-Larmer 1999). Important features of this approach include seeking the approval of 
powerful decision-making units for the process, and the use of unbiassed conveners and enablers.  
Mechanics of Scenario Planning 
Scenario planning helps communities explore how various plans and policies which may 
be enacted at present will affect their community in the future. A regional scenario planning 
approach can address various planning issues as it enables metropolitan areas in gauging an array 
of areas directly or indirectly related to community goals. 
Scenario planning does not have a standard framework and the procedure can be tailored 
according to needs and requirements of a particular area/field. However, to get a sense of the 
process, a stepwise methodology is explained in the ensuing paragraphs1. Since there is no one-
size-fits-all ideology, it is entirely up to the users how they follow it.  
• Step 1: Creation of Framework 
This step deals with the identification of basic guiding principles like who will be 
leading the process (from both political and technical perspective), the geographical 
                                                 
1 The stepwise framework is taken from Scenario Planning Guidelines which was developed by Oregon Sustainable 
Transportation Initiative (OSTI) in August 2017.    
13 
 
scope, potential funding sources, a strategy for public participation and an assessment of 
existing conditions and plans. 
• Step 2: Evaluation Criteria Selection 
When the key issues have been identifies by the previous step, this step will 
convert those issues into a set of guiding principles. Planning bodies will prioritize the 
evaluation criteria for analyzing the scenarios by using these principles. 
• Step 3: Scenario Planning: Evaluation Tools, Data and Building Blocks 
Afterwards, various data and information is collected which is needed to create 
different scenarios and scenario planning tool(s) is selected to carry out the process. 
• Step 4: Develop and Evaluate Base Year Conditions and a Reference Case 
Subsequently, current base conditions and a reference case based on existing 
plans and policies are developed and evaluated.  
• Step 5: Develop and Evaluate Alternate Scenarios 
Step 5 involves public engagement regarding the future and creation of alternative 
scenarios.  
• Step 6: Selection / Development of Preferred Scenario 
In this step, the “alternative scenarios are presented for public feedback and a 
preferred scenario is selected or designed accordingly. The preferred scenario should 
generally include a concept map, a set of major programs, policies or general actions, and 
spatially distributed housing and employment forecasts, etc” (OSTI, 2017). 
Scenario Planning and Its Connection with Plans 
Scenario Planning can be used to formulate new plans or update existing plans at both 
local and regional level. Having said that, the process is not easy as creation of various scenarios 
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for a region require an in depth knowledge of a particular area and acquisition of complex data 
sets ranging from demographics, transportation system, to multiple intangible forces that may or 
may not reveal in near future. Since each geographic area is unique in nature and character, 
therefore the planning tools and techniques have to be tailored too as per the anticipated data 
(Holway et al. 2012). 
For plans, both at local and regional level, there are several tools available to develop 
scenarios of different development alternatives, which help in realizing the potential of different 
policies, regulations and strategies. In this way, scenarios can also be used to analyze how 
various future forces/conditions can have an impact on the community and which alternative is 
strong enough to survive across variety of potential future conditions. Furthermore, scenario 
planning and its related tools can also be used to monitor post plan implementation (Holway et 
al. 2012). 
After testing various scenarios, a preferred scenario is selected / developed from the 
subset of scenarios which expresses a general representation of desired land use pattern and 
transportation system etc., and the related policies, programs and strategies that the particular 
community / region desires to follow. Implementation of preferred scenario requires that there is 
a general agreement on strategies which are fundamental components that shape the preferred 
scenario. This preferred scenario will be implemented over time through the use of various 
targeted strategies which are further elucidated in the shape of new plans or updates and 
amendments to comprehensive plans and transportation system plans both for regional and local 





 CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH QUESTION & METHODOLOGY 
Research Question 
Scenario planning is being used by at multifarious levels by both government and private 
organizations for creating and updating local and regional plans. As explained in the previous 
section, the culmination of scenario planning process results into creation of a preferred scenario 
which is translated into action through various regulations and policies. Since scenario planning 
approach supplements the planning effort, it is imperative to analyze whether the results of 
preferred scenarios are actually incorporated into various planning documents ranging from 
comprehensive plans made by local governments to regional plans developed by Metropolitan 
Planning Organizations. Studying such planning documents, keeping in view the results of 
scenario planning exercises informing them, will help in analyzing the actual value of scenario 
planning approach and the contribution it makes towards better plans for future. Also, there is a 
need to know whether there is a congruency between a particular regional and local level 
scenario planning process or not, so that it can be analyzed that the regional and local future 
goals are consistent among themselves or otherwise.  
Methodology 
The methodology for this research takes lead from “Comparative Plan Research and 
Professional Evaluation” by William Baer (1997) wherein it involves comparing different plans 
with regards to scenario planning and its implementation as far as planning document is 
concerned and not the outcomes with the assumptions that planning is a rational and democratic 
decision making process and planning documents add to the body of knowledge about urban 
planning through scenario planning.  Therefore, the first step taken was to study the scenario 
planning documents for both the city and MPO of respective regions. The aim behind this was to 
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gather the results from that exercise. Afterwards, the comprehensive plan for the city and the 
regional plan were searched for “Scenario” to see if they used this word in reference to the 
relevant scenario planning exercise. Afterwards, the results from scenario planning exercise were 
compared to the policies, regulations and actions proposed in the planning document to analyze 
whether those coincided with that of preferred scenario generated through scenario planning.  
Also, extensive research on regional plans by Allred & Chakraborty (2015) has guided 
me through this research by helping me identify elements to be looked inside plans so that it is 
clear what policies and regulations can be attributed to preferred scenario and how such 
documents can be related. However, unlike that research, I have not operationalized plans’ key 
principles into any performance metric as their evaluation is based on post-hoc plan evaluation 
proposed by Baer (1997).  Nevertheless, it has also helped me to understand the importance of 
this research for literature involving results of scenario planning effort.  
Sample Selection  
For this research, effort has been made to focus on those cities and regions which have 
experienced rapid growth recently. An exploratory approach has been used to select the said 
regions. The main idea behind the selection is that the regions and cities have already conducted 
scenario planning exercise and their planning documents consider future aspects. The initial task 
was to identify two plans: one by a regional agency and the other by a city itself. The regional 
agency can be a metropolitan planning organization (MPO) and the respective long-range 
transportation plan can serve as their planning document. Planning document for the city can be 





CHAPTER 3: AUSTIN 
Austin is the state capital of Texas. The city started carrying out extensive planning for its 
comprehensive plan, Imagine Austin, in the last quarter of previous decade. In this section, I will 
be discussing the scenario planning exercise and the implementation of results from that exercise 
in the subsequent comprehensive plan.  
Scenario Planning for Comprehensive Plan Imagine Austin 
The vision of Imagine Austin directs towards the concept of “Complete Communities” 
which embodies important features like “livable, mobile and interconnected, values and respects 
people, prosperous, educated, creative, and natural and sustainable” (2018). According to the 
National League of Cities (2019), the City of Austin started to work on a fresh comprehensive 
plan in 2009 which would guide growth, spending and conservation of resources for the city. The 
entire process was community driven, using diverse set of tools and various strategies, 
culminating with a final plan document, Imagine Austin, through an iterative process.  There 
were three overarching goals for the process of completing the plan; community engagement, 
sustainability and implementation, allocating $1.3 million to encourage and drive public 
participation. After initial round of meetings between the city officials and public, the first 
community forum series visualized as to how Austin would look like in 30 years. The second 
series focused on options for where and how the city would grow, using 64 different maps of 
Austin that were developed by the city planning department after the response to the values and 
principles discussed in the former series, evaluating tradeoffs and choices with regards to 
neighborhood growth and land uses. Subsequently, the priorities identified by citizens were 
narrowed down to one trend scenario and four alternate scenarios. These four scenarios were 
reflected upon by citizens in the community forum wherein two scenarios were preferred. 
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Finally, the planning department developed a combined, preferred growth scenario basing on the 
community’s preference and presented to the authorities. After the creation of preferred growth 
scenario, the building blocks of the plan were worked upon by various working groups, 
comprising both officials and citizens, end product being a draft plan which was later converted 
and adopted as the final plan. 
Explanation of Scenarios 
A total of 5 scenarios were created using the input from the community forum series, one 
trend scenario and four alternate scenarios. Trend scenario depicts how the city would grow 
according to the past trends if no action is taken while four alternate scenarios take lead from 
community input. The scenarios are explained below: 
• Trend Scenario. The Trend Scenario is based on the current trends of population 
and employment growth and assumes that recent trends will continue. This scenario has 
the lowest percentage (45%) of mixed-use development and represents 161 square miles 
of development. There is some mixed-use development in downtown and along some 
major urban core arterial roads, whereas intense single-use developments are 
concentrated at major highway intersections. This scenario assumes that all the current 
funded and planned transportation projects from both CAMPO and the City of Austin 
will be implemented. The Trend Scenario includes 332 miles of bike/pedestrian paths. 
Figure 2 shows the trend scenario.  
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Figure 2. Trend Scenario. Retrieved from City of Austin web portal. 
• Scenario A. This scenario depicts that there is a region wide growth wherein few areas 
are designated for infill and redevelopment, but mostly undeveloped land is used for 
growth with total development taking up 131 square miles of land. Although mixed-use 
centers are considered but mostly the growth takes the form of separate, low-density land 
uses. Transportation improvements include increased road capacity in the form of new 
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travel lanes, HOV lanes, and utility relocation. Since this scenario depicts lower-density 
growth pattern, transit improvements are more focused on bus rather than rail 
infrastructure. Also, scenario A includes 112 miles of bike/pedestrian paths (Figure 3). 
Figure3. Scenario A. Retrieved from City of Austin web portal. 
• Scenario B. In scenario B, growth is directed away from environmentally sensitive 
areas in the western part of the region to undeveloped land in the eastern part of the 
region or redevelopment/infill to the north and south, contributing 124 square miles of 
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development. Major transportation improvements are focused in new growth areas. 
Transit improvements in this scenario are more varied than in Scenario A and include the 
use of both bus and rail infrastructure to improve commuting in the city. Also, scenario B 
includes 220 miles of bike/pedestrian paths (Figure 4). 
Figure 4. Scenario B. Retrieved from City of Austin web portal. 
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• Scenario C. Scenario C is more of compact nature than the previous scenarios, 
concentrating on more growth at transit stations or highway intersections, with a mixed 
used center surrounded by single use areas, and totaling 99 square miles of development. 
In contrast to previous scenarios, there is not much focus on arterial and freeway 
improvement, but rail lines are extended in four different areas. It also includes 216 miles 
of bike/pedestrian paths (Figure 5). 
Figure 5. Scenario C. Retrieved from City of Austin web portal. 
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• Scenario D. Scenario D is the most compact growth scenario and has the highest 
percentage of mixed-use development, representing 88 square miles of development. A 
significant amount of growth is accommodated via infill in existing residential 
neighborhoods. Transportation capacity improvements include new travel lanes, Right of 
Way acquisition, and utility relocation. Transit connections are almost identical to 
scenario C. Scenario D includes 132 miles of bike/pedestrian paths (Figure 6). 
Figure 6. Scenario D. Retrieved from City of Austin web portal. 
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These five scenarios were evaluated by the city using a metrics based on “sustainability 
indicators” which were established using the vision statement of the plan, and included factors 
like “acres of land developed, greenhouse gas emissions, the cost of public infrastructure, 
average travel times, and percentage of housing near transit stops” (2018). 
Growth Concept Map 
After working out the scenarios and gauging the pros and cons of each, a growth concept 
map is created which, again, is developed with extensive community input, and represents how 
“Austin should accommodate new residents, jobs, mixed-use developments, open space, and 
transportation infrastructure over the next 30 years” (2018). This map “promotes a compact and 
connected city, promotes infill and redevelopment as opposed to typical low-density greenfield 
development, focuses new development in activity corridors and centers accessible by walking, 
bicycling, and transit as well as by car, provides convenient access to jobs and employment 
centers, protects existing open space and natural resources such as creeks, rivers, lakes and 
floodplains, directs growth away from the Barton Springs Zone of the Edwards Aquifer recharge 
and contributing zones and other water-supply watersheds, improves air quality and reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions, expands the transit network and increases transit use, reduces vehicle 
miles traveled, reduces per capita water consumption, and provides parks and open space close to 
where people live, work, and play” (2018). The growth concept map uses the following terms 
and is shown in Figure 7: 
• Activity Centers and Corridors. The Growth Concept Map relates the future 
transportation improvements with compact and walkable activity centers and corridors, 
and job centers, which are mixed-use in nature and welcome people from all age groups 
and abilities. These centers and corridors will be walkable, bikeable, and connected to 
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one another, the rest of the city, and the region by roads, transit, bicycle routes and lanes, 
and trails. Major transit stops are the focus of these centers as the greatest density of 
people and activity will be located around these stops surrounded by a mixed-use 
development Since they are also compact in nature, the trip duration on any mode will be 
comparatively shorter. Development within the activity centers and corridors should be 
carefully designed to achieve their intent, particularly new development should consider 
affordability problem by providing market-rate housing and preserving existing, as well 
as creating new affordable housing. 
• Regional Centers. The most urban places, with the greatest density of population and 
employment ranging from approximately 25,000-45,000 people and 5,000- 25,000 jobs, 
are categorized as regional centers. They will be the retail, cultural, recreational, and 
entertainment hubs for Central Texas. All sorts of housing will be included in these 
centers depending upon their location and character. 
• Town Centers. These centers will be less intense than the regional centers, but will 
have the same characteristics and will range between approximately 10,000-30,000 
people and 5,000-20,000 jobs. They will also serve as important hubs in the transit 
system.  
• Neighborhood Centers. The smallest and least intense are the neighborhood centers 
with approximately 5,000-10,000 people and 2,500-7,000 jobs. Like others, they are also 
walkable, bikeable, and supported by transit. Neighborhood centers will be more locally 
focused, and the greatest density of people and activities will likely be concentrated on 
several blocks or around one or two intersections.  
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• Activity Centers for Redevelopment in Sensitive Environmental Areas. Five 
centers are located within water-supply watersheds. These centers are located on already 
developed areas and, in some instances, provide opportunities to address long-standing 
water quality issues and provide walkable areas in and near existing neighborhoods. 
State-of-the-art development practices will be required of any redevelopment to improve 
stormwater retention and the water quality flowing into the aquifer or other drinking 
water sources.  
• Job Centers. Businesses which are not well-suited to be run in residential or 
environmentally sensitive areas are accommodated within job centers. Although already 
served by existing transportation infrastructure, they should nevertheless become more 
pedestrian and bicycle friendly, in part by better accommodating services for the people 
who work in those centers. The Growth Concept Map also offers other transportation 
choices such as light rail and bus rapid transit to increase commuter options to these 
centers, apart from cars which are already used to access them. 
• Corridors. Corridors connect activity centers and other key destinations and allow 
people to travel throughout the city and region by various modes. They are also 
characterized by a variety of activities and types of buildings located along the roadway. 
As discussed earlier, there may also be a series of small neighborhood centers, connected 
by the roadway. Throughout the evolution process of corridors, undeveloped sites may be 
converted from one use to another. To improve mobility, the corridor should support and 















Figure 7. Growth Concept Map. Retrieved from Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan 2018. 
The same Growth Concept Map has been used in the comprehensive plan. It depicts how 
the city will accommodate new residents, jobs, mixed-use areas, open space, and transportation 
infrastructure in the next 30 years. It does so by establishing building blocks. Each building 
block includes a summary of key issues and challenges for the future, policies to address those 
challenges, and selected best practices. Again, the building block policies have been developed 
with the help of public input.  
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Evidence from the Plan. The plan has been distributed into building blocks for the purpose 
of enlisting future policies and strategies that connect to the vision and “complete communities” 
concept. The building blocks and few of the respective policies connected to the growth map 
concept, which are ultimately tied to the scenario exercise, are explained below: 
• Land Use and Transportation.  The plan has a very detailed section on this 
building block and has enlisted 45 policies to cater for future demand and how Austin 
should grow in the future. After detailed analysis, it has been found that these policies are 
clearly connected to the growth map concept e.g., “align land use and transportation 
planning and decision-making to achieve a compact and connected city in line with the 
Growth Concept Map” (2018). The policies focus on promoting development in compact 
centers, communities, and along corridors that are connected by roads and transit, and 
support walking and bicycling, thus reducing transportation costs. The policies also 
emphasis upon protecting neighborhood character, thus directing growth to designated 
areas including redevelopment areas, corridors, and infill sites. In line with the vison, 
these policies focus on creating and developing communities that include a mix of land 
uses and housing types with affordable travel options. Also, the plan stresses on 
developing land development regulations and standards that are clear and support its 
goals. 
• Housing and Neighborhoods. The plan enlists 15 policies which focus on 
diversity of housing and complete neighborhoods. However, these policies are not fully 
connected to all the vision elements, even though they focus on growth as envisioned in 
growth concept map.     
29 
 
• Economy. For this building block, the plan proposes 19 policies to harness its 
economy in order to increase opportunity and equity. The policies focus on 
accomplishing the vision that there must be a “strong, vibrant, robust, and diverse 
economy that enhances innovation and creativity, and protects the environment” (2018). 
These policies are well connected to all the vision elements and provide a good starting 
point for what the city wants for its economy to be like in future.  
• Conservation and Environment. 16 policies have been proposed for this building 
block to support the goal that the city must conserve, protect, and support its natural 
resource systems by developing and adopting better practices. This building block is well 
connected to the concept behind developing growth concept map which specifically 
mentions to “protect existing open space and natural resources such as creeks, rivers, 
lakes and floodplains, directs growth away from the Barton Springs Zone of the Edwards 
Aquifer recharge and contributing zones and other water-supply watersheds, and 
improves air quality and reduces greenhouse gas emissions” (2018).  
• City Facilities and Services. This building block has a combination of 46 policies 
related to wastewater, potable water, drainage, solid waste, energy, public safety, public 
building, recreation and open space, all in support of the growth concept map. These 
policies go hand in hand to achieve the vision of the plan.  
• Society. Health is one of the underlying factors behind the creation of the growth 
concept map and its principles and 31 policies enlisted for this building block aim at  
providing all the families easy access to services, healthy food, transportation choices, 
healthy housing, family- and children-friendly activities, and a safe environment. All 
these policies serve the vision for Austin as intended in growth concept map.  
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• Creativity. Austin’s creativity is a permanent feature of the city’s character. Although 
not explicit in the growth concept map, the plan highlights the importance of creativity 
for Austin and proposes 19 policies to support and enhance the creative scene in different 
spheres.  
Scenario Planning for Austin Mobility Plan 
After the adoption of Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan, the creation of Austin 
Strategic Mobility Plan was carried out as it was one of the key actions identified in the 
comprehensive plan. The purpose of mobility plan is to guide the future growth of transportation 
network to cater for needs of emerging trends. The Austin Strategic Mobility Plan is a 
comprehensive multimodal transportation plan for the future of transportation network in Austin 
which helps in achieving the mobility goals and targets, thus improving and sustaining the 
quality of life. Again, the community has played an important role in identifying challenges and 
opportunities, and putting across values and priorities. These priorities include: Travel choice, 
commuter delay, economic prosperity, affordability, sustainability, health and safety, 
placemaking, and innovation.  
The community was presented with three different scenarios representing the future 
transportation system and asked to participate in voting the best among them keeping in view the 
community values. The scenarios and their relevant details are explained in the succeeding 
paragraphs. 
• Scenario A. It emphasizes roadway projects and continues the trend of investment in 
public transit, bicycle, and pedestrian projects across the city, resulting in a subtle mode 
shift. Even with a slight mode shift, growth in the total number of single occupant vehicle 
trips is expected to grow due to population growth. 
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• Scenario B. It stresses on a more balanced investment in roadway, public transit, 
bicycle, and pedestrian projects along Imagine Austin Activity Corridors and within 
Activity Centers. The scenario assumes more transportation demand management 
programming and a modest impact from autonomous and connected vehicles. This 
scenario results in further mode shift away from single occupancy vehicle trips and 
higher rates of combined bicycle, walking and public transit trips. 
• Scenario C. This scenario emphasizes investing in public transit, bicycle, and 
pedestrian projects along Imagine Austin Activity Corridors and within Activity Centers 
and fewer roadway projects. The scenario assumes the most transportation demand 
management programming and the highest impact of autonomous and connected 
vehicles. This scenario results in the largest mode shift towards bicycle, walking and 
public transit trips and the fewest single occupancy vehicle trips. 









Figure 8. Scenario Performance vis-à-vis Priority Elements. Retrieved from City of Austin Web 
Portal (2019) 
After all the results were finalized, policy statements and transportation network maps 
were drafted and shared with the community which later informed the final plan 
recommendation and presented in Austin Strategic Mobility Plan.  
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Evidence from the Plan. After going through the plan, no concrete connection to the 
scenario planning exercise is found. Although the plan is a result of community-oriented 
workshops striving to achieve the best possible future, coming up with the street map for the city, 
the final plan document is a collection of policies and regulations aiming to reduce accidents, 
increase capacity of the infrastructure, efficient working of the system, protecting health and 
environment, and being equitable and affordable. The plan also talks about modifications in 
zoning regulations to encourage development in high frequency transit area. All these policies, 
regulations and actions, though great in nature, are as little connected to the scenario planning 
exercise as any plan without the support of scenario planning. One of the reasons for this is that 
the plan has its roots in the Growth Concept Map, which is already discussed in the previous 
section, and mostly supports the same policies already listed there. Also, the preferred scenario 
only talks about “investing in public transportation, bicycle, and pedestrian projects along 
Imagine Austin activity corridors and within activity centers and fewer roadway projects” 
(2019), whereas the resulting plan policies present a very holistic approach in improving the 
overall transportation system based on goals like, “Reduce traffic fatalities, serious injuries by 
focusing on safety culture and behaviors, move more people by investing in public 
transportation, manage congestion by managing demand, build active transportation access for 
all ages and abilities on sidewalk, bicycle, and urban trail systems, strategically add roadway 
capacity to improve travel efficiency, connect people to services and opportunities for better 
health, address affordability by linking housing and transportation investments, right-size and 
manage parking supply to manage demand, develop shared mobility options with data and 
emerging technology, and build and expand community relationships with plan implementation” 
(2019). Looking at these goals and vision, and the scenario planning exercise for ASMP, it seems 
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that preferred scenario was just a basic exercise to gauge the sentiments of community about 
various modes of transportation and their inclination towards additional roadway projects. The 
end product is, nevertheless, a wholesome document sharing the future of transportation in the 
city. 
Scenario Planning for Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (Austin MPO) 
Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO) is responsible transportation 
planning for six-county Central Texas region, comprising Bastrop, Burnet, Caldwell, Hays, 
Williamson, and Travis counties (CAMPO, 2015). Equity and fairness, safety, security, mobility, 
environmental stewardship and inclusion of educational stakeholders are the guiding principles 
set by CAMPO for developing its long-range transportation plan (CAMPO, 2015).  
CAMPO developed its Long-Range Transportation Plan 2040 for Austin region in 2015 and used 
scenario planning for testing various scenarios for future. CAMPO used travel demand 
modelling based on future forecasts to develop various scenarios. Also, financial considerations 
were underlying factors in creating “what-if” alternate scenarios (figure 9). 
 Figure 9. Different scenarios for CAMPO Long-Range Transportation Plan 2040. Retrieved 




Since this scenario planning exercise is based only on travel demand modeling using 
simple forecasting methods and financial considerations, it can be assumed that CAMPO did not 























CHAPTER 4: DENVER 
Denver is capital city of the state of Colorado. The city and the MPO, both are in the process 
of updating their comprehensive and transportation plan respectively. Both the authorities have 
used different ways to involve the communities in deciding how they want Denver to grow in 
future. In this section, I will be discussing about the scenario exercises and their results and how 
those have been used in updating the plans.  
• Comprehensive Plan 2040 
The city of Denver is in the process of updating its comprehensive plan for 2040. 
Comprehensive Plan 2040 represents the vision for Denver and its people. It represents 
the sentiments of thousands of residents as to how they want the city to grow and it 
serves as a guiding document for shaping the city over the next twenty years. Six 
elements make up the vision which weaves together a set of long-term, integrated goals 
(Figure 10). The vision and goals serve as a common platform for interaction of different 
plans, policies and programs of multiple city departments. Although the city has not 
employed scenario planning technique, however, it has made use of extensive public 
participation in forming up their vision for the city. Denverites shared their unique 
viewpoints on what are the values that make Denver a good city in their perception and 
how it can evolve to be even better. Throughout a more than two-year planning process, 
the people were afforded numerous opportunities to voice their vision of what they want 
their city to be like in future — by attending meetings and workshops; taking online map-
based surveys; talking with the Denveright street team at festivals, community events and 














Figure 10. Denver Comprehensive Plan 2040 Vision 
While no scenario planning techniques have been used to cater for any future internal or 
external forces which might affect the perceived future, the city, nevertheless, has 
accounted for the existing conditions and deteriorating trends in order to address to 
specific issues to achieve the vision as explained in the ensuing paragraphs.   
1. Equitable, Affordable and Inclusive: Owing to rapid growth in population, 
Denver feels that its values of equity and inclusiveness are being threatened. In 
the last decade, the city unusually became less ethnically and racially diverse, and 
disparities kept growing between different communities, with communities of 
color often experiencing greater barriers to opportunity, and longtime residents 
and businesses could no longer afford to stay in place. Without any intervention, 
such conditions would continue to expand to other areas of the city, thus having a 






scenario to work on, which, if left unnoticed, will result in an undesirable future. 
Therefore, the Comprehensive Plan 2040 provides the vision, “In 2040, Denver is 
an equitable, inclusive community with a high quality of life for all residents, 
regardless of income level, race, ethnicity, gender, ability or age”. 
To achieve this vision, the city has decided to pursue various goals and strategies, 
measuring the success through a metric of annually estimating percent of 
households who spend more than 45% of their income on housing and 
transportation costs. The methodology uses The Center for Neighborhood 
Technology’s Housing + Transportation (H+T®) Affordability Index (H+T 
Index). It is a tool that measures the true affordability of housing by calculating 
the transportation costs associated with a home’s location. The H+T Index has 
been constructed to estimate three dependent variables (auto ownership, auto use, 
and transit use) as functions of 14 independent variables (median household 
income, average household size, average commuters per household, gross 
household density, regional household intensity, fraction of rental housing units, 
fraction of single family detached housing, employment access index, 
employment mix index, block density, transit connectivity index, total available 
transit trips per week, transit access shed and jobs within the transit access shed). 
By using this methodology, the city aims at looking at the reduced number of 
cost-burdened households from 44 to 35 percent in 2040. 
2. Strong and Authentic Neighborhoods: Denver has culturally rich and 
architecturally historical neighborhoods which are among the reasons of recent 
population growth. Continuous growth poses a challenge to such neighborhoods 
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which might affect their character. Increasing inequity between various 
neighborhoods in the form of income variation and access to opportunity is 
another challenge that the city is facing. Such scenario demands policies and 
strategies to reverse all such inequities and preserve the city’s legacy of strong, 
authentic neighborhoods. The comprehensive plan provides the vision that, “In 
2040, Denver’s neighborhoods are complete, unique, and reflective of our city’s 
diverse history”. To get to this vision, the plan states various goals and strategies, 
measuring the success through a metric of annually estimating number of 
neighborhoods where at least 50% of households have access to quality transit 
and jobs and retail within walking or rolling distance. The methodology to 
achieve this goal requires working on two components i.e., access to jobs and 
retail, and access to transit with the aim of achieving 60 completed neighborhoods 
out of 78 from the present 18 completed neighborhoods in 2040.  
3. Connected, Safe and Accessible Places: Starting from last decade, 
transportation systems have improved a lot in Denver with miles of sidewalk 
within the city increased by one percent each year and on-street bikeway mileage 
increased an annual average of nineteen percent. Furthermore, light and commuter 
rail have been added throughout the city. Regardless of all these improvements, 
seventy-three percent of commuters drive alone, and number of transit users 
declined between 2002 and 2016. Coupled with significant population growth, 
these trends signify increased traffic congestion, degraded air quality and negative 
impacts on quality of life. Also, safety concerns are multiplying because of ever-
increasing traffic-related injuries and fatalities in recent years. Such an existing 
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scenario warrants reinvention of transportation system with a focus on safety, 
equity, sustainability and smart technology. The comprehensive plan provides the 
vision that, “In 2040, Denver is connected by safe, high-quality, multimodal 
transportation options”. To get to this vision, the plan states various goals and 
strategies, measuring the success through a metric of annually estimating percent 
of residents driving alone to work in a single-occupancy vehicle. The 
methodology to measure this takes lead directly from the American Community 
Survey (ACS), administered by the US Census Bureau which is part of the ACS 
5-year estimates. The 5-year estimates have the largest sample sizes, thus being 
more reliable. The ACS data is exclusively for commute trips, thus this metric 
only measures which transportation mode people use to travel to work. By using 
this methodology, the city aims to look at reduced dependence on driving alone 
from seventy three percent today to fifty percent in 2040.  
4. Economically Diverse and Vibrant: After the 1980s, when Denver’s 
economy was not performing well due to energy crisis and declining oil process, 
Denver has progresses economically by gradually building a diverse economy that 
can withstand economic slumps in a better way. Presently, the city has a robust 
economy with significant job growth across many industry sectors which brings 
many positives including new businesses and job opportunities, global 
connections and a culture of innovation. However, the downside to this is that it 
has created challenges in recent years like increased housing prices, higher rents 
for small businesses and fewer middle-skill jobs. Keeping this scenario in view, it 
is imperative that there is equitable growth, and equal and improved economic 
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opportunity for all. To this end, the comprehensive plan provides the vision that, 
“In 2040, Denver is a global city with a robust economy that reflects the diversity 
of our community”.  To achieve this vision, the city has decided to pursue various 
goals and strategies, measuring the success through a metric of annually 
estimating percent of local jobs in diverse, innovative economic sectors. The 
methodology to measure this is by utilizing data from Colorado Department of 
Labor and Employment, Denver’s Office of Economic Development (OED) 
which categorizes business groups by North American Industry Classification 
(NAICS) assignments. OED combines specific business groups that are likely to 
create new jobs and lead to innovation. Afterwards, OED measures the total 
employment (by establishment location) within the combined business cluster, 
getting a percentage which is a strong quantifiable metric allowing for a reliable 
and valid estimate of the share of the economy focused on diverse jobs in fast 
growing components of the economy. By using this methodology, the city aims to 
look at increase in the share of jobs supporting a diverse and innovative economy 
from existing fifty one percent to sixty percent in 2040.  
5. Environmentally Resilient: Climate change is a global problem and Denver also 
sees this as a challenge. Average annual statewide temperature in Colorado has 
warmed by two degrees Fahrenheit in the last three decades, and the city expects 
to witness number of extreme heat days (100° or higher) rise in the next 20 years. 
The city believes that without any significant action, it could experience 
infrastructure damage, drought and limited water supply, reduced tree canopy, 
large power outages during hot summer months, lower air quality leading to 
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health issues, and a loss of water quality and aquatic life. This scenario could also 
undermine the vision for an equitable city since it most negatively impacts 
vulnerable communities, including lower income and elderly population. The 
vision for 2040 relies on reversing many of these patterns through a strong 
commitment to building a more sustainable city by stating that, “In 2040, Denver 
is a thriving, sustainable city connected to nature and resilient to climate 
change”. To achieve this vision, the city has decided to pursue various goals and 
strategies, measuring the success through a metric of annually estimating percent 
below Denver’s 2005 carbon emissions (Metric Tons of Carbon Dioxide 
equivalents). The methodology to measure this is by using Denver’s annual GHG 
inventory. The inventory measures the three GHGs: Carbon dioxide (CO2), 
methane (CH4), and nitrogen oxides (NOx). The inventory categorizes emissions 
according to scope and sector, where scope is a determination of “where” the 
emissions occur relative to the City boundary, while inventory sector describes 
the type of emission, e.g. transportation, heating, etc. A robust climate program 
allows for long-term trajectory analysis and forecasts and it aims at reducing the 
emissions from seven percent to eighty percent in 2040.  
6. Healthy and Active: Historically, Denver has a legacy of beautiful outdoor 
spaces and healthy, active lifestyles. However, in recent times, the city is falling 
behind on many key indicators of health. Obesity in children is on the rise and 
historically disadvantaged communities are more prone to health issues. Also, the 
ratio of parkland per capita has been declining and many residents lack 
affordable, safe transportation connections to open spaces, recreational amenities, 
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and health services. Addressing this challenging scenario is mandatory for Denver 
to be a thriving city, thus the vision states that, “In 2040, Denver is a city of safe, 
accessible and healthy communities”. The methodology to measure this is to 
statistically show the lowest performing neighborhoods compared to highest 
performing neighborhoods in 2016 for each component of the Neighborhood 
Equity Index, which is prepared by the City of Denver Department of Public 
Health and Environment. It comprises of five separate indicators: socioeconomic, 
built environment, access to care, morbidity, and mortality which will show the 
reduction in health inequities between Denver neighborhoods till 2040.  
Scenario Planning for Metro Vision 2035, Denver Regional Council of Governments 
The Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG) has used scenario analyses to 
inform regional planning and decision making since 1990s and it helped in developing Metro 
Vision 2020 plan, which was a long-range vision for the sustainable growth and development of 
the Denver region (DRCOG 2012). To update metro vision 2020 and extend its horizon up to 
year 2035, DRCOG again used scenario planning to inform its decisions. Figure 11 shows 
distribution of scenarios where as far as transportation was concerned, scenarios varied from 
working on infrastructure improvement to improving transit like fiscally constrained roadway 
and transit networks, and pricing of driving versus taking transit. For land use, compact and 
scattered development scenarios were taken into consideration like examining changes to the 












Figure 11. Distribution of Scenarios. Retrieved from MIT Journal of Planning Vol 9, 2009 












Table 3. Scenario Parameters. Retrieved from DRCOG 2012. 
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There were 12 measures, grouped into land use, transportation and environment, on 
which performance of each scenario was gauged. Figures 4 below evaluates the scenario 
outcomes. The 12 measures are spaced on the “spokes” of the geometric shape. The larger the 
area covered in the shape, better the result or more desirable outcomes. The top left shape 
compares the scenarios that varied along the land use dimension and shows that the most 
compact scenario (A) produced the best outcomes. The right top shape shows that the additional 
highway capacity in Scenario D resulted in less congestion, but also more driving, less transit 
use, and greater pollution. The bottom shape shows that the additional transit capacity in 
Scenario E resulted in only marginally better outcomes compared to Scenario A and that the 
inclusion of transit favorable pricing in Scenario F resulted in a more dramatic shift toward 
desirable outcomes (figure 12). Thus, Scenario F performed best of all the scenarios in the 






















Figure 12. Scenario Evaluation. Retrieved from DRCOG 2012  
This scenario analysis again provided evidence that compact deployment performs better, 
thus informing DRCOG with meaningful, actionable information for updating Metro Vision. 
Initially, DRCOG staff wanted to expand urban growth boundary (UGB) by 70 square miles but 
after scenario analysis, the Board decided to expand the UGB by 21.8 square miles and to make 
only minor updates to the transportation network. This has also been reflected in the Metro 
Vision document where baseline and vision scenarios are compared against various factors.  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS, CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 
After having gone through different planning documents for both the cities, it is evident 
that the usage of scenario planning is not a uniform activity both in terms of level of government/ 
organization and type of plans. City of Austin has used a more proactive approach by involving 
the voice of the community in its scenario building exercise while formulating the 
comprehensive plan for the city, Imagine Austin and the Austin Mobility Plan. Growth Concept 
Map represents the end product of a long and inclusive community activity wherein the members 
of the community themselves identified the priorities as to how they want the city to grow, thus 
informing decisions with their input for both the comprehensive and mobility plan. However, at 
regional level, Austin does not seem to make use of community led scenario planning. CAMPO 
plans for the future basing on the availability of funds as evident in different scenarios in their 
planning process.  
On the contrary, regional level scenario planning in Denver region has been used to 
formulate Metro Vision by DRCOG where the variables were transportation 
facilities/infrastructure and land use/density. The result of that exercise was a modest increase in 
urban growth boundary thus promoting denser development and investing more existing 
transportation infrastructure. City of Denver, however, does not utilize scenario planning 
techniques in its comprehensive plan development process. Nevertheless, it does address future 
by formulating and implementing various policies and regulations which were informed through 
a community engagement process.  
Austin’s comprehensive plan, Imagine Austin, does away with the popular theme of 
individualism and involves the community in every stage of plan development process. Even the 
creation of Growth Concept Map is a manifestation of community’s aspirations and their 
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participation in the planning process. Also, the plan addresses the future keeping in view both the 
internal factors affecting the city and different externalities by making use of various scenarios 
that address different factors ranging from community’s character to resilience, its local politics 
and how it wants Austin to be like in future. It is a long-term plan with its focus on the next 
twenty years or so, thus breaking away from the typical infatuation towards serving present 
powers which might be political or otherwise.  
Being on almost the same wavelength, regional planning at DRCOG for its Metro Vision 
also breaks traditional stereotypes and looks at a distant future and aligns its plan in accordance 
with the sustainability goals, i.e., by doing a modest increase in urban growth boundary and 
focusing on compact development. This will help in fighting sprawl and encourage vertical 
development. Here, again, present individualism is defeated by thinking of region as a whole and 
not bowing to any outside pressure of new development and optics. That is why maintenance of 
already existing infrastructure is strongly supported in the plan.  
On the contrary, Denver’s comprehensive plan, although is a long term and future leaning 
plan, is a representation of current planning practices, which, as already discussed, need to be 
updated to cater for uncertainties of future. Same is the case with CAMPO’s transportation plan. 
Only taking into consideration the financial aspects does not do good while planning for future. 
The plan should prioritize funding with regards to perceived future growth which should be duly 
analyzed using appropriate methods. Also, externalities need to be catered for during the plan 
development process, of which there is no mention in the document. Only after doing such 
actions, it can be said that proper planning is a process of diving into the future while remaining 
in the present.   
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It is pertinent to mention here that scenario planning not only helps in informing better 
decisions to cater for future but also helps in consensus building among all the stakeholders. This 
is especially evident from the scenario planning exercise in the city of Austin where the Growth 
Concept Map was a manifestation of consensus building. 
Another important question needing further research is that what factors play an 
important role in deciding to use scenario planning for updating planning documents? As it has 
been seen that city of Austin has put to use this technique for updating its comprehensive plan, 
whereas city of Denver has not used it. At the same time, Denver region has employed this 
technique for developing its Metro Vision, so there is a dichotomy within a region as far as usage 
is concerned. It can be speculated that such a variation can be attributed to several factors 
including financial constraints, complexity of scenario planning tools, lack of availability of staff 
resources, non-availability of related data for development of desired scenarios, trust deficit in 
scenario tools and results, etc. Since it was beyond the scope of this study to analyze such 
possibilities, therefore a separated research can be conducted to fill in these gaps.   
The general purpose of creating plans is to conceive and direct future growth within a 
city/ region. How these plans are formulated i.e., which factors they take into consideration, how 
they address the future needs, etc., varies between cities and their respective organizations/ 
governments. Scenario Planning is one of many techniques available today which can inform 
important decisions while articulating plans. As seen from this research, Denver and Austin both 
have different approaches when it comes to making plans. It is an entirely different debate 
whether these plans are successful or not, but the plans informed through scenario planning 
process present a better outlook. This conclusion rests mainly on the observation that tangible 
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outcomes are predominantly visible in such plans e.g., DRCOG deciding upon the urban growth 
boundary for the metro, and development of a growth concept map by the city of Austin.  
To accrue maximum benefits of scenario planning technique, following recommendations are 
proffered: - 
• While individual planning bodies make use of scenario planning technique, a collective 
scenario planning effort at regional level involving participation from all the stake 
holders, such as relevant plan making bodies from all the cities/ towns within metro 
region, community etc., can bear positive outcomes as far as determining goals and 
guidelines are concerned. Although roles of different planning bodies are restricted to a 
particular jurisdiction and scope, representing character and requirements of individual 
cities, a combined effort can streamline the processes and outcomes relevant and 
beneficial to individual entities.  
• Scenario planning results are hard to assess since they warrant time and implementation 
of all the prescribed policies / regulations elucidated in local and regional plans. 
Therefore, evaluation of the results should be carried out after due course of time in 
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